CHAPTER XX

THE POST-WAR DRAMA  IN ENGLAND

IT is generally said that the ultimate proof of literary
merit is the ability of a work to stand the test of time.
Posterity is considered the infallible judge, a kind of
sieve separating literary nuggets from mere deposits of
verbiage. Actually it must frequently have happened
that fine plays, neglected or overlooked at their first
appearance, remain in obscurity and never attract the
searching scrutiny of posterity at all. With the present
huge output of books this is more than ever likely to occur.
In any case the optimistic belief in the intelligence of future
generations is of no help in assessing post-war drama.
We are obliged to rely on the opinions of professional
critics or on our own judgment, and no one can be certain
how far posterity in its supposedly superior wisdom is
likely to endorse the verdicts of to-day. Of one thing,
however, we may be sure. Whoever else may be
forgotten, Somerset Maugham will be remembered.

He is not only a product of the post-war age. Such
farces and light comedies as Jack Straw, Lady Frederick
and Mrs. Dot were all written before 1914. Furthermore
he had already made a name for himself as a novelist with
Lisa of Lambeth, written while he was still qualifying as a
doctor, a profession which he has never actually practised.

He has said that he learned to write by copying passages
from Swift and other accomplished stylists and repro-
ducing them from memory. The method certainly proved
a success, since he has developed a supple and lucid style
as well suited to the writing of stage dialogue as to the
short story of which he is an acknowledged master.
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